
 

BIS consultation on proposals for long term investment in science and 

research 

 

This document provides a brief overview of the current government consultation on long term capital investment in 

infrastructure to support science and research.  The consultation closes on the 4th July. 

The consultation touches on the role of public engagement, suggesting up to £40m might be invested in an ‘Inspiring 

Science’ fund and in e-infrastructure to support community engagement.  It also suggests that major new research 

facilities might invest in PE infrastructure (quoting the example of a £30m visitor centre at Harwell) 

The NCCPE will prepare a response during June, and would like to invite your involvement.   

Our work is in two stages. 

1. Preparing a draft response, by Friday 13th June 

2. Circulating the draft for comment on 16th June.  Feedback will be required by 27th June. 

How you can get involved? 

We would welcome your input to our draft response.  Please email Paul Manners (paul.manners@uwe.ac.uk) by 7th 

June if you have any immediate reactions to the consultation and with any advice about how best to focus the 

response.  There are a host of prompts in this briefing document.   Please let us know if you’d like to get more 

actively involved – we could for instance arrange a webinar or phone conference. 

Please allocate space in your diary during w/b 16th June to feedback on our draft response. 

You might also want to identify who is coordinating the response in your own HEI and arrange to talk to them to 

inform their response.  

mailto:paul.manners@uwe.ac.uk


 
What is the consultation? 

‘Our ambition is to make the UK the best place in the world to do science and research. This is why the 
Government is making a long-term commitment to invest in science and research infrastructure: increasing 
capital investment in real terms to £1.1 billion in 2015-16 and growing it in line with inflation each year to 
2020-21.  

This consultation seeks views on how the UK makes the most of this opportunity.  

The Government will publish a Science Capital Roadmap, setting out its long-term strategic vision for a world-leading 
science and research infrastructure in the autumn. We are seeking evidence on two key questions in order to inform 
the development of this roadmap’. 
 
Download the consultation document here: https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/science-and-research-
proposals-for-long-term-capital-investment  
 
Consultation questions  
 

1. KEY QUESTION: What balance should we strike between meeting capital requirements at the individual 

research project and institution level, relative to the need for large-scale investments at national and 

international levels? 

Our world class research environment is underpinned by funding for the capital requirements of individual 

research projects and institutions. To complement this, strategic decision making at the national and international 

level is often required to coordinate investments in the national interest.  This consultation seeks views on how to 

balance these complementary needs 

2. How can we maximise collaboration, equipment sharing, and access to industry to ensure we make the most 

of this investment? 

3. What factors should we consider when determining the research capital requirement of the higher 

education estate? 

4. Should - subject to state aids and other considerations - science and research capital be extended to 

Research and Technology Organisations and Independent Research Organisations when there are wider 

benefits for doing so? 

 

5. KEY QUESTION: What should be the UK's priorities for large scale capital investments in the national 

interest, including where appropriate collaborating in international projects? 

The impressive strength and breadth of the UK research base means that we are presented with a huge range of 

potential investment opportunities. Demand inevitably outstrips funding. Therefore, there is a constant need to 

prioritise, and this consultation seeks your views to inform our approach. These strategic judgements require us to 

look first at what international competitors are investing in, and identifying where it is in the UK national interest 

to collaborate in international infrastructure projects. This may involve significant contributions to projects around 

the world or hosting them in the UK. We are seeking views on which of the important projects laid out in this 

consultation (pages 54-58) should be the highest priority. We are also welcoming suggestions of new potential 

high priority projects not identified here. 

6. What should the criteria for prioritising projects look like? 

7. Are there new potential high priority projects which are not identified in this document? 

8. Should we maintain a proportion of unallocated capital funding to respond to emerging priorities in the 

second half of this decade? 

9. Are the major international projects identified in the consultation the right priorities for this scale of 

investment at the international level? Are there other opportunities for UK involvement in major global 

collaborations? 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/science-and-research-proposals-for-long-term-capital-investment
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Public Engagement  

Public engagement features in the section ‘Science Strategy for Major New Projects’ and in relation to questions 5 
and 6: 

 What should be the UK's priorities for large scale capital investments in the national interest, including 

where appropriate collaborating in international projects? 

 What should the criteria for prioritising projects look like? 

Public engagement is introduced as follows: 

‘Public engagement  

Curiosity or challenge-directed research plays an important role in stimulating public interest – witness the massive 
media interest in the discovery of the Higgs boson. It is the same interest that drives the massive citizen science 
engagement in projects from the Met Office’s Weather Observation Website to the UK Ladybird Survey.  
 
It is important to build on public interest and build public understanding of, and engagement with, science. The 
Government is interested in exploring innovative ways to do more of all of this, building on and better utilising 
existing science engagement infrastructure to inspire, engage and involve the public in scientific research and 
development. For example, major capital investments such as the Large Hadron Collider have a major role to play in 
attracting public interest in science and in return for investment there is an imperative for the research community 
to engage the public in such projects.  
 
In addition, the Government wishes to consider where there is value in capital investment specifically focused on 
public engagement. An example is set out in Annex A7. Where public resources are not already available, one 
approach could be to provide support for capital investment for inspirational and engaging science programmes 
across the UK. This would target organisations unable to access capital investment from other public sources.’ (p.52) 
 

Annex A7: Public Engagement (p.96) 

This annex provides two examples of possible ‘funds’ to support public engagement 

7.1. ‘Inspiring Science’ Capital Investment Fund  

Estimated capital cost: £22m  

Estimated operational costs: N/A  

Delivery partners: tbc  

Funding could be used to support capital investment for inspirational and involving hands-on 
science exhibitions and programmes across the UK. This would be open to, amongst others, 
Science and Discovery Centres and other visitor attractions with a unique role in involving the 
public in science that cannot access capital investment from other public sources.  

 

 

7.2. Connecting Research and Communities  

Estimated capital cost: £18m  

Estimated operational costs: Subject to detailed business case  

Delivery partners: RCUK  



 

The AHRC-led RCUK programme on Connected Communities has funded a range of projects to 
develop research capacity and capability within an interdisciplinary community of researchers and 
users. These awards are underpinned by research excellence in engaging with communities and 
non-academic partners on themes such as mobility, engagement, civic identity, communities and 
technology.  

Communities play a vital role in the long term economic, social and cultural prosperity of the UK 
both in domestic and international terms. Capital spend would enhance community engagement 
with current research capabilities, and enable community use of research-led e-infrastructure in the 
co-production of research – thus enriching both research and public engagement. For example, 
recent work has enabled the development of new approaches to crowdsourcing. 

 
 

Proposed criteria for prioritisation 

These are laid out in Annex B2 

Annex B2: Proposed criteria for prioritisation (p.98) 

Affordability: Affordability is core, and this is about more than how much capital budget is 
required to build the project. As with all areas of Government spending, science spending priorities 
must be justified in the context of other non-science priorities. It also requires consideration of the 
resource budget required to use the facility – both operational costs and the project costs for the 
research which uses the facility. As set out above, this may involve moving resources from old in-
use facilities to the new facilities.  

Excellence: Research excellence is our nation’s competitive advantage, and capital investment in 
science and research infrastructure must support that. This can mean ensuring world-leading 
researchers have access to world-leading infrastructure, both in the UK and abroad, and also 
ensuring funding is targeted towards proven centres of excellence, with appropriate critical mass 
and multi-disciplinary capacity to compete with the best internationally.  

Impact: Investment in capital infrastructure has a major role to play both to enhance research 
capabilities that underpin research, but also in driving economic growth and addressing societal 
challenges. HM Government’s Industrial Strategy recognises that to invest and grow, business 
needs long term certainty and a government that behaves more like a business, sticking to long-
term plans to tackle economic weakness and instability. One of the areas where the Strategy 
recognises that Government action can have a real and early impact is on the development and 
adoption of new technologies. For example, the Government has set out eight great emerging 
technologies that can propel the UK to future growth.  

Skills: One of the key roles of the publicly funded research base is to maintain a supply of highly 
skilled people to the economy. From ensuring these people are trained to know how to use the 
best equipment, to ensuring a supply of early adopters of new technologies, capital investment in 
equipment and facilities is essential.  

Efficiency & Leverage: Ensuring the best value for money in capital investment, decisions clearly 
need to take account of the impact on efficiency – for example, new, faster equipment can mean 
more efficient use of research time. Equally, attracting leveraged funding from collaboration with 
charities, business and other funders of research will be taken into account. 

 

 

  



 

DISCUSSION 

Responding to the consultation 

Framing public engagement 

We need to find a way of framing the role an contribution of PE to the larger research infrastructure / ecosystem.  

What does the document provide as clues as to how government understand this? 

It opens with a grand statement that frames the consultation as contributing to the role of curiosity in building a 

better world – and being a public good: 

‘Intellectual inquiry for its own sake is a public good and brings many benefits by leading us to the 

unexpected’ 

How does the document describe the purposes of public engagement? 

The consultation document talks about ‘public understanding’ and ‘public engagement’.  It talks about ‘inspiring, 

engaging and involving the public in scientific research and development’.  They clearly value ‘inspirational’ activity – 

but also more participatory, collaborative endeavours where the public can get meaningfully involved 

Who is ‘the public?’ 

The document, unsurprisingly, doesn’t clarify who is meant by ‘the public’.   

Annex 7 talks about ‘communities’. Elsewhere, the document refers to non-academic parties as ‘user communities’ 

(twice to refer to industrial parties), and to ‘community use’ (once, in Annex 7).  Elsewhere, non-academic parties 

are described as: 

 Industry (50 times) 

 SME (10 times) 

 Third sector (once) 

 Public services (once) 

 Charity (5 times, but only to refer to other sources of research funding) 

Why does it suggest public engagement matters? 

Again, this is relatively vague.  It says that it is ‘important’ to build on public interest and increase public 

involvement. Why?  The closest we get to a rationale is: ‘in return for investment there is an imperative for the 

research community to engage the public’.   

Several times they refer to ‘accessibility’ being a critical feature of a thriving research system: referring both to 

investment in technology clusters (co-location) and to making research outputs themselves more accessible. 

There is no mention of other commonly cited rationales for engagement, e.g.: 

 To build trust and address public concerns about the future direction of research 

 To enhance the quality of the research – for instance by better ‘tuning’ it to need, or by increasing the 

quantity of data collected (although community involvement to ‘enhance’ research is briefly mentioned in 

the annex)  

Where should the money go? 

The document suggests that money might go to enhancing large capital investments – e.g. the Large Hadron Collider. 

On p.90 they provide the example of a new public engagement centre as part of a large research campus 

development with a figure of £30m attached. 



 
It also suggests that there might be ‘value in capital investment specifically focused on public engagement’.  The 

annex provides an example of this - Science Centres.  They might be the beneficiaries of such a fund, as they cannot 

access capital investment for other public sources. 

The annex also suggests that capital spend could enhance community engagement with current research capabilities 

through investment in ‘e-infrastructure’: to ‘enable community use of research-led e-infrastructure in the co-

production of research – thus enriching both research and public engagement’. The example of crowd sourcing is 

given.  Elsewhere, research repositories and citizen science are mentioned. 

 

What is in scope? 
 
The consultation never makes explicit exactly what is in and out of scope for capital investment.  It uses the 
terms ‘capital investment’ and ‘infrastructure’ interchangeably.  Infrastructure is clearly their focus – either 
physical (bricks and mortar and fit out) or virtual (e-infrastructure).  Investment in other kinds of 
infrastructure – to support capacity building and networking – is referred to, but is presumably out of 
scope. 
 
However, there are important caveats in the consultation which refer to wider ‘cultural’ factors which will 
be critical if the investment in infrastructure is to realise its full value.     
These include: 
 

Capability, skills, leadership 
 

‘Whilst this consultation focuses on capital infrastructure, a flexible highly-skilled workforce with 
state of the art technical skills and research leadership is required to enhance the excellence of the 
research base. Investment in skills, capability and resource to underpin capital investment are all 
crucial to the sustainability of research excellence and contribute to making the UK an attractive 
place to invest and grow businesses. The Government recognises that sustainability is a critical 
criterion in identifying capital investment priorities’.  

 
Collaboration and partnership working 
 

‘In the global knowledge economy the UK must continue to support fundamental, curiosity driven 
research, and also ensure that, where possible, research contributes to tackling the challenges 
facing businesses and public services. Our research base plays a pivotal role in supporting our 
industrial strategy, for example through the commitment to the “eight great technologies” (30).  

 
‘In return for the Government’s long-term commitment, comes a challenge to the research 
community. Greater investment requires greater collaboration, better equipment sharing, and 
improved access for industry – ie. making the nation’s science even more accessible’ (33).  

 
‘(50) How can we maximise collaboration, equipment sharing, and access to industry to ensure we 
make the most of this investment?’  
 

Research culture 

‘This consultation focuses on how capital spend can deliver a world-class research environment. At 
the same time, getting the culture of an institution right is as important as getting the physical 
infrastructure right.  
 
A successful research culture is one that nurtures talent. World-class facilities are nothing without 
highly skilled and motivated people making use of them. This starts with research students and an 



 

institutional commitment to providing a good learning and teaching environment. It continues with 
a focus on a high quality and diverse career ladder to deliver high quality expertise throughout the 
institution.  
 
Building on this, a successful research culture is one that supports broad intellectual exchange, both 
within and across disciplines, as well as the encouragement of collaboration – both within the UK 
and internationally, and between academia, industry and the third sector. All this adds up to a high 
quality research culture, which in turn attracts and retains the best talent (51-53)’.  

 

In our response to the consultation it will be important to pick up on these points. They will help us make 
the case for why on-going investment in projects like The Beacons for Public Engagement, Catalysts for PE 
and Connected Communities is critical.  They make a vital contribution to ensuring that the sector is 
equipped with the capabilities, leadership and innovative practice to capitalise on the new infrastructure. 
 
In particular, we might argue: 

 These factors need to be taken account of in prioritising investment; 

 That there needs to be an explicit link between the road map and a parallel strategy that attends to the 

cultural ‘conditions’ for a thriving research system, prioritising engagement, accessibility and collaboration 

etc 

 

 

 

 

 


